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The biggest problem is
with children. ''They
need a place to play,
and they play
everywhere,"says
Vlajco. "Thank
goodness for the
mine-awareness
programs, which
reinforce the lectures
parents give at home."

ne day nor long ago, just as the sun was setting on the city of Doboj,
Serb Republic, Jovic Mirko stepped on a Yugoslav-made PMA-2 antipersonnel mine and lost a foot. Some call him "lucky," it was only a
foot, and he will sometimes agree. His misery would have been so much greater
if the victim had been one of his rwo children. The potential for greater misery
is ever present in the Mirko household. For one thing, the mine field is somewhere in their garden, right behind the house that the family moved into rwo
years ago. On that fateful evening, Mirko, whose job pays next to nothing and
who was preparing rhe garden for planting vegetables, had decided to cut down
some bushes to make room for a bigger crop. The mine was waiting for him.
Other mines lay in wait in other gardens, berween houses and in the back
alleys and front yards of Doboj. When the city's Muslim and Serb population
began fighting in rhe early 1990s, rhe front lines were streets and neighbors. Both
sides found landmines the cheapest way to hold the line and simply spread them
about, usually keeping no record. After a while, people forger about the danger.
"It is just a matter of time before we stop thinking," says Vlajko Peric, a Doboj
local. "You cannot be 100 percent alert all the rime. Then we rake shortcuts berween streets and houses or decide to clear the trash from the front yard, wondering why we didn't do it a long rime ago."
"The schools usually organize mine awareness programs, so the kids sir and
listen. Of course rhe question remains are they going to rake a new shortcut on
their way home from school?" Peric asks. International agencies are making a
big effort to improve the mine situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, bur demining
rakes rime even when the mine fields are known and this is a country where there
are huge numbers of mines whose whereabouts are unknown. In 1996, the United
Nations established a mine action center to coordinate demining efforrs and in
1998, that responsibility passed to rhe Bosnia and Herzegovina Demining Commission, which maintains the national mine database.

• 40.

It wasn't firewood but a cow
that 1/ija Javorac's neighbor
Draginja Pertovic had gone
to fetch when she was hurt
by a mine three years ago.
The cow had grazed in the
same nearby meadow every
day for weeks on end, but
when Pertovic attempted to
lead her back to the stable
on this particular occasion,
the animal pulled a trip wire
and activated a mine that
nearly took Pertovic's life. "I
remember being very
scared,"she says of the days
in the hospital in which she
lay close to death."/ was not
aware of what had
happened and stupid
thoughts ran through my
mind. like 'What happened
to the cowl'Unbelievable!
At the moment, though, it
seemed like the most
natural question in the
world."

With regard to
landmines in Doboj,
one thing is certain.
The end of the problem is nowhere in
sight. This has nor
prevented
people
from returning to the
city, however, whether
in search of a house to
live in or to recapture
a memory of home.
Many people would
also like to return to
Skipovac, a farming
community 20 miles
from Doboj, bur
there are few homes
to claim and, more
importantly, no fields
to plow safely. Without land for growing
corn and vegetables,
there is no income
and no food. Then
there is the matter of
school for the children. The schoolhouse itself may be
safe, bur the surrounding area and
even the playgrounds
are mined. Skipovac's front lines changed so often,
in fact, rhar is difficult to define any safe areas with
certainty.
"We have no choice bur to live here," says
Nedeljko Zoric, who was born in the village and never
left. "So my children have to walk to school in Sjenina
Riojeka every day, 30 minutes each way. They go
through mined areas to get there, and frankly I'm terrified. My children are aware of mines and can recognize every single type. I taught them everything I
know, but what happens when they're with other children who don't realize the danger? I'm always worried when they go in a group, which is every day. If
one of the kids in the group activates a PROM-1
mine, for example, that's a bounding fragmentation
mine, well, it would kill or injure everyone standing
around him. All it rakes to activate it is pulling the
tripwire, which looks like any other wire."
Zoric points out that various agencies have vis-

ired the village and promised that help would arrive
bur says, "sometimes I am scared that it will come
too late. " "In a way," he says, "it is like prison. You
have no freedom of movement, no options. You can
plow a field or rwo, but if you need more land, you
can't have it because it may not be safe. If you need
more income, you can cut wood, but you could get
killed doing it. If you want to repair the school, you're
welcome to take on the job, but you could die in the
yard." If nothing changes, the handful of other families with school-age children will decide to leave
Skipovac, and eventually, Zoric admits, he will also.
All that would remain are a few elderly people and
bad memories. Under such conditions, who would
want to return?

Luka Brcko
Not many years ago, the town of Luka Brcko
was as essential to the life of the region as the heart is
to the body. Today, this Sava river port is essentially
lifeless. Useless. A town of ghosts. The Sava separates
Bosnia and Herzegovina from the Republic of
Croatia, and during the fighting that erupted in 1991 ,

combatants on both sides of the river saw anti-personnel mines as an easy way to protect themselves
from "the enemy." It did not help the clean-up that
the city's status was left unresolved in the General
Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia and
Herzegovina of 1995. Brcko was recently designated
a "self-standing district" of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
bur little else has changed.
Ask former port worker Sreten Simic about
Brcko's problems, and he says that they are probably
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Children ji-01n a mine afficted
community.
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no worse than in other areas, just different. The long
and short of it, though, is that no one feels safe, and
they have little to look forward to. Brcko's residents
and would-be returnees dream about the past. What
steps must be taken before the ciry can contemplate
a future? "For one thing, demining both sides of the
Sava, from west to east," says Simic. "After all, what's
the use of clearing down river if mines remain upriver?
Sadly, nobody says anything about this project."
One type of anti-personnel mine used freely by
combatants in the Sava region, the PMA-3, a pres-

Liberty Bridge, destroyed by the
bombardments.
Photo c/o ICRC/ Boris H eger

sure operated blast mine, will give deminers particular trouble. Constructed entirely of plastic, it eludes
a metal detector and cannot be safely neutralized.
Bounding mines, like the PROM-1, were also popular. Occasionally, the sound of an ambulance breaks
the stillness ofLuka Brcko. Someone foolish enough
to try fishing in the river, Simic speculates, or a curious child investigating the unknown. " I think of my
own children," he says. "I was not as frightened during the war itself." Lately, reports Simic, he has
thought a lot about leaving. "Bur where to go? It's
no better anywhere else."
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The Zvornik-Srebrenica Power Line
Zvornik, a middle-sized rown in the eastern part
of the Serb Republic is located on the Drina River,
which forms the republic's border with the Federal
Republic ofYugoslavia. A bridge links the neighbors.
In fact, it is not only the bridge that links them. The
main power supply for the eastern part of the Serb
Republic and for adjacent areas of Yugoslavia originates in a hydroelectric power plant down river at
Visegrad; a thermoelectric plant at Uglijevik is another important source of power.
During the war the Visegrad plant sustained extensive damage, and so did the system of power lines
between Zvornik and Srebrenica, about 30 miles
south ofZvornik, through which the electricity feeds
into homes, factories and public works. The Federal
Republic ofYugoslavia supplied some resources for
reconstructing Visegrad after the war, since Serb Republic wasn't up to the job itself, but the system of
power lines will not last for long wi thour maintenance
and some major repairs. Demining, an expensive
proposition, is a precondition for the entire underraking. "We were very happy when they finally started
to work [on the repairs]," said Ilija Javorac, who lives
in a half-reconstructed house with no electricity in
the nearby village ofDrmna. "The municipal authorities promised us that electricity will come ro our village, but nothing actually was going on. Then one
day they came and started working on one of the
[utility] poles in the hills. It looked promising, but
we were afraid because we knew that it is the area
where fighting rook place. And then it happened.
They hit a mine and one man, Dragan Stankovic, got
killed ... I felt guilty, my mouth was dry and strong
pain was eating my sromach."
Demining in Serb Republic requires international funding. A few local agencies, managed by local staff, receive support from international demining
programs but must vie for funds with other countries
in need. It has been the government's plan ro establish its own demining capacity, but irs moves in this
direction have not been successful as of yet. In the
absence of progress on demining and repairing rhe
power lines, Javorac and his family have had to make
a difficult decision. Should they live in their own
house without electricity or take over someone else's

house where there is electricity but also the constant
fear of being ejected by the owners, who could return any day.
Javorac notes that the lack of electricity also
translates into a lack of running water. Since there is
no local water system, the water for each house must
be pumped from the family well. No electricity, no pump, Javorac points our. "Now we
have to pull [the water] our manually from the
well, like our parents did when they were
young." Area residents used ro make jokes
about it, he reports, "Just like the good old
days!" Javorac goes on to say that, as he and
his neighbors spend more and more time without modern, electric powered appliances for
cooking, washing and ironing, they have rhe
feeling of"traveling backwards in time and of
being unable to do anything about it."
Javorac realizes the immensity of the task
ahead. "It is not only a matter of a few minor
repairs," he says, "bur actually a whole system
of utility poles and wiring. And rhar costs a lot,
not to menrion the demining that will have ro
take place before anything else." Obviously, he
says, "we understand that it will not happen
overnight, bur we would be very grateful if we
knew that it will ever happen."
During the war, military leaders of both sides
found it easier ro protect large swaths of land by sowing mines than by stationing soldiers. Local people
used mines to obtain the same type of protection for
themselves. Ami-tank mine fields dominate the region, combined with anti-personnel mines and often booby traps. Nobody kept records of their mine
laying. Although some of them remember the location, nobody can tell for sure. Furthermore, the line
separating the sides, usually the area of heaviest mining, moved several times, but you never know from
where tO where.
Javorac showed us one well-marked location
where, close to the road, you can actually see an antitank mine that turned up during the demining operation, a round, plastic TMRP 6 with 11.24 lbs.of
TNT that can be activated by 330 lbs. of pressure.
The explosion of such a mine is so powerful that it
can penetrate two inches of armor at 31-inch range.

The neutralizing of this mine is a very sensitive operation, a job only for experts. As with most of the
mines placed in the country, it was made in YugoslaVia.

So many mines have been scattered, and they are
being cleared at such a slow pace, that it is difficult

tO designate a safe area for cutting down trees, for example. Right now wood in abundance is a necessity
for residents of the area, who use it for heating, cooking and washing. People can get hurt collecting wood
even when the terrain is completely familiar. It wasn't
firewood but a cow that llija Javorac's neighbor
Draginja Perrovic had gone to fetch when she was
hun by a mine three years ago. The cow had grazed
in the same nearby meadow every day for weeks on
end, bur when Perrovic attempted to lead her back
to the stable on this particular occasion, the animal
pulled a trip wire and activated a mine that nearly
took Pertovic's life. "I remember being very scared,"
she says of the days in the hospi tal in which she lay
close to death. "I was nor aware of what had happened
... and stupid thoughts ran through my mind, like
'What happened to the cow?' Unbelievable! At the
moment, though, it seemed like the most natural
question in the world." •
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Children playing war in the
streets ofSarajevo.
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